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Summary 
Interarts – May 2004 
 
Executive summary 
 
Background 
 
This evaluation has focused on the support provided by the European Commission to 
regional and minority languages (RMLs) between 1998 and 2002. It has been carried 
out by the Interarts Foundation, with a contribution by the UNESCO Centre of 
Catalonia, between July 2003 and January 2004, after an invitation to tender was  
launched by the European Commission in February 2003. 
 
During the period covered by the evaluation the general objectives of the EU in the 
field of regional and minority languages were to contribute to the safeguarding and 
promotion of regional and minority languages as aspects of the common European 
cultural heritage and to develop the European dimension of RML projects and activities. 
 
The focus of the evaluation included funding provided to the European Bureau for 
Lesser Used Languages (EBLUL) and to three centres of the Mercator network over a 5 
year period (1998-2002) and funding for individual projects under three annual calls 
for proposals in 1998, 1999 and 2000. No further calls were published after 2000 due 
to the lack of a legal basis. 
 
EBLUL is an independent non-governmental organisation financed by the European 
Community as an organisation of European interest. It was set up on the initiative of 
the European Parliament in 1982. It represents regional or minority language 
communities in dealing with European Union institutions and other international 
organisations, and acts as a channel of communication between them and European 
and international bodies and as a facilitator of contacts and exchanges between these 
communities. 
 
Mercator is an information and documentation network which aims at improving the 
exchange and circulation of information on minority languages and cultures. It was 
founded as an initiative of the European Commission in 1987 and seeks to encourage 
cooperation and networking between institutions and organizations, universities, and 
local, regional and national authorities. The network comprises three centres – 
Mercator Education (based in Leeuwarden / Ljouwert, Friesland, the Netherlands), 
Mercator Legislation (based in Barcelona, Catalonia, Spain) and Mercator Media 
(Aberystwyth, Wales, UK). 
 
In addition to analysing funded activities and organisations, one focus of the evaluation 
was also the ability of organisations representing or having an interest in RMLs to take 
advantage of existing EU funding opportunities in order to pursue their language-
related activities, as the EC’s present strategy in this field asserts that RMLs will be 
better served by being able to access opportunities under mainstream funding 
programmes. 
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General conclusions 
 
The European Commission’s support for regional and minority languages in the period 
1998-2002 has been conducive to strengthening the position of some RMLs in Europe. 
 
As a result of project funding, over 1.8 million citizens in Europe directly experienced 
projects in support of RMLs funded between 1998 and 2000. This figure includes over 
340,000 students, almost 5,000 teachers, over 177,000 members of TV and radio 
audiences and over 1,280,000 members of the public at large. 
 
Core support provided to EBLUL and the Mercator Centres, as organisations active in 
the field of RMLs, has also been of great importance to existing knowledge about 
linguistic diversity in Europe. Indeed, a large share of the knowledge that currently 
exists about regional and minority languages in Europe has emerged from projects and 
organisations funded with EC support over the years – a fact that should be positively 
recognised and for which the European Commission and the centres funded deserve 
credit. 
 
The low degree of international networking that is perceived among most RML 
organisations and their scarce awareness of existing resources renders the obtention of 
new funding rather difficult, and is generally a greater difficulty the smaller an 
organisation is. Evidence collected in the course of the present evaluation indicates 
that only a minority of project beneficiaries (generally a circle of “EU veterans”) funded 
during these years have managed to benefit from initiatives other than those directly 
aimed at the promotion of languages. Difficulties in accessing the larger programmes 
are experienced especially by less widespread RMLs; whilst organisations developing 
projects which promote the use of Catalan, Welsh, Irish or Basque still happen to 
benefit from EU grants, languages with lower demographics or a lesser institutional 
footing have more difficulty in accessing them because they either lack the relevant 
resources or possess less international visibility and networking ability. 
 
While proposals for mainstreaming RML support are well-accepted by some 
communities and organisations, it is also clear that some languages will hardly succeed 
in obtaining funds from most European programmes unless some sort of ring-fencing 
happens. This should be taken into account when a new generation of programmes is 
designed, in areas such as education and culture, or should a specific programme for 
linguistic learning and language diversity be established as of 2007.  
 
The impression is left that EU action in the field of languages has changed at a higher 
speed than regional and minority languages themselves. Recommendations for EC 
measures to effectively support developments in the field of RMLs have been included 
in the concluding chapter of the present evaluation. 
 
Changes are also needed within organisations representing or with an interest in RMLs 
if they expect to achieve European support to a relevant extent. Communities are to be 
asked for a more active approach to cooperation, including with organisations 
representing majority languages. There is a proactive role that EBLUL could play in the 
aggregation of interests, the support to networks, the involvement of new audiences 
and outreach to mainstream organisations relevant to linguistic diversity.  
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Measures should also be taken to provide new initiatives in the field of RMLs with 
increased Internet visibility, this being a particular matter of concern to smaller 
communities. 
 
Project funding, 1998-2000 
 
Organisations representing over 35 RMLs managed to obtain EU funding over the 
period under study. A few of them (Basque, Breton, Catalan, Irish, Galician, Occitan, 
Slovenian and Welsh) mobilised over one half of funds earmarked for RMLs. Although 
these languages are often more able to operate cross-nationally as well, raising 
support from organisations abroad, a few other languages including Friulian, Frisian 
and Sorbian, also proved their ability to raise support from language constituencies 
abroad or to take advantage of their being spread across national borders. 
 
Increasing dependence of project funding on applicants’ ability to work with partners 
abroad (in 1999 and particularly 2000) led to a shift in some countries’ success in 
raising funds to the same extent that they had done until then. Organisations in Spain, 
which had received by far the largest number of funded projects under the 1998 and 
1999 calls for proposals, failed to do so in 2000, when organisations in France, the UK, 
Austria and Italy moved ahead. 
 
The EC’s management of projects had an excellent assessment from most beneficiary 
organisations, with 8.8 its average mark on a scale of 0 to 10. This notwithstanding, 
some respondents were concerned about the lack of continuity in the funding for 
projects in support of regional and minority languages, difficulties encountered 
concerning cross-national networking, the human resources that were available to 
monitor funded projects and the dissemination of results. 
 
Among the most visible results brought about by project funding were the production 
of training materials and new teaching and training methods for a wide range of 
educational levels and purposes, research and production of lexicographic tools, the 
development of specialised lexicon, the production of culture and media goods and 
services which were new to the communities targeted, new connections with specific 
target groups in the socio-economic and socio-cultural spheres and stronger links with 
third institutions (e.g. universities, research centres). In addition, some organisations’ 
ability to develop new uses out of traditional cultural and linguistic forms emerges as 
one of the most interesting elements of innovation brought about by funding – and, 
given its relevance to the EU’s stated aims in fields including culture, among those with 
most potential crossover in the advent of mainstreaming. 
 
Mid- and long-term benefits generated by funded projects include educational 
improvement (including teacher training, and products that have been used by several 
cohorts thereafter), awareness-raising (as in parental awareness, increased social 
prestige, a renewed interest in local vocabulary), the development of new projects 
based on the outcomes of funded activities, renewed uses of language in the working 
environment, and a wider supply of cultural events. 
 
To many organisations active in this field, financial support and morale enhancement 
brought about as a result of the EC’s support have proven fundamental to pursue 
activities, although serious difficulties remain to many, not least in the legal position 
given to languages in individual EU member states, the weak financial and 
demographic footing on which certain languages exist and the lack of information 
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available to operate on an international scale. The paucity of support for languages at 
the local, regional and national level somehow used to give EC project funding a 
‘lifeboat’ status to small organisations that will hardly apply to any other EU funds. 
Against the expectations of the calls for proposals, project funding was often not 
additional to beneficiaries’ regular activities but went to the core of the organisation, at 
times becoming a last resort for financial continuity. 
 
Several policy premises of EU action in recent years have been proven correct by 
projects operating in this field, particularly where individually funded activities were 
accompanied by the initiatives of other agents at the local, regional or national level. 
Examples have been identified where support for RMLs has contributed to sustainable 
regional development, to social inclusion and to the enhancement of cultural and 
sustainable tourism. Doubts exist, however, about the extent to which many language 
initiatives funded by the EC were sustained thereafter, except where they received an 
active external support, including that of local and regional authorities. Only in a few 
cases have international partnerships been sustained after projects’ end – often where 
they already existed before the funded activities. 
 
Dissemination of project outcomes arises as one possible area of failure, although the 
reduced area where some regional and minority languages operate, the dynamism of 
person-to-person networks and the reduced number of copies of many final products 
(the average number of copies for projects which produced a book was 940) rendered 
the distribution of final results easier than in projects of a different nature. More 
widespread languages and projects of a cross-national nature, which had to face stiffer 
competition, were often under-resourced to disseminate their results adequately. The 
Internet visibility of projects and organisations representing RMLs also emerges as one 
major shortcoming.  
 
EBLUL 
 
While the basic structure of EBLUL has remained unchanged over the years, internal 
changes have been regular, and the management of these represent a part of its 
regular activities. The general financial situation, as well perhaps as internal structures, 
has provoked a very high staff turnover at EBLUL over the past years. This is a 
worrying development because expertise and continuity are at stake here. The 
continuity and certainty of funding, which the usual one-year funding structure and 
other technical incidents have not contributed to, are relevant factors. 
 
From a diachronic analysis of the work programmes over the past 5 years, it has 
become evident that EBLUL’s emphasis on dissemination strategies has in fact 
increased, as has the variety in the format this dissemination takes. Notwithstanding 
this trend, research carried out for this study shows that the objectives have not as yet 
been achieved. While 84.2% of representative entities from the RML sector know 
EBLUL, analysis of the actual sources used, and the depth of information sought, 
suggest that in-depth knowledge of their work is much lower. Only 23% of RML 
entities actually seek their information from the EBLUL website and 22% from EBLUL 
publications, in comparison to 38% using the EU websites. The overall position of 
EBLUL on a 0-10 scale, judging its utility, balanced at 6.75 points. This seems to reflect 
the general state of affairs between an appreciation of EBLUL work, and the desire for 
it to be improved. 
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EBLUL has left the impression of trying to do too many things at once. Especially in 
face of the current budgetary limitations, the multiplicity of projects from staff training 
to political meetings, conferences, board meetings and publications, may be 
unsustainable in the long run, and seems perhaps to warrant a certain streamlining in 
concept and action. On the other hand, while EBLUL has always been encouraged to 
apply for alternative sources of funding and has brought forward a series of (at times 
joint) proposals to some EU programmes, not many have recently been successful. 
 
The evaluators suggest that a new focus on dissemination by EBLUL should include a 
targeting of new audience and client groups, amongst them particularly young people, 
the public at large, and non-RML audiences. This dissemination could in the future also 
be shared with EBLUL information centres in other countries. Activities such as the 
Partnership for Diversity (PfD) or the press agency Eurolang might already be providing 
a good platform for such efforts. The latter initiatives have proven successful and are 
also interesting in their ability to raise funds from third parties. 
 
In a way, the PfD concept continues on another level what two old projects, the Study 
Visits and Euroschool, had achieved before it. Both were very successful and popular 
initiatives, which impacted on the grassroots and the youth sector – there, where it has 
most long-term effect. The principle underlying these projects, advocating the 
networking and cooperation of different agents and experiences in order to 
concentrate and concert their efforts, are in any case judged to be an effective model 
for the promotion of RML in Europe.  
 
A principal capacity of EBLUL in offering consultancy to national, regional, or local 
authorities should also be more stringently fulfilled, as it seems not to have been 
exploited sufficiently until now. 
 
Mercator 
 
Generally speaking, research carried out by the Mercator Centres tends to focus on 
issues of interest to the EU and is relevant to ongoing EU debates, as well as to 
subjects of a wider international relevance. 
 
Dissemination of the centres’ output and their visibility beyond their own and 
neighbouring states needs addressing, as they tend not to be too well known among 
regional and minority language constituencies and only in a few cases have their issues 
of interest reached out to mainstream research centres and universities. In recent 
years, lack of additional funding such as that which project funding used to provide has 
affected the centres’ ability to disseminate their results, particularly in events and 
publications. On the other hand, certain doubts seems to remain regarding the degree 
to which the Commission views the expertise and data generated by the Mercator 
centres as helpful for the actual design of its programmes or policy strategies on RML, 
and thus the degree to which their findings are integrated within the development of 
these. 
 
A clear positive tendency towards an increasing coordination and avoidance of overlap 
between the activities of the different Mercator Centres, and an increased 
interconnectivity between the EU and Mercator Centres on RML-related issues can be 
perceived. This positive tendency has to be encouraged by stimulating the increase in 
coordinating contacts. Specific budgetary provisions could be devised for coordination 
meetings that are an extremely cost-effective manner to avoid expensive overlap. This 
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could be accompanied by the Centres better coordinating their work programmes. In 
the future, Mercator Centres could also be expected to project a more coherent image 
through their websites. 
 
Some overlap and lack of coordination between EBLUL and the Mercator Centres still 
exists, as shown by the information gathered regarding the setting up of the MININF 
project. Asymmetry in size and scope of EBLUL and Mercator Centres may also hinder 
a clearer definition in the distribution of functions among the four institutions. 
 
